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Again   there   is   evidence   to   suggest   that   this   growth   in   contract   research   is   an 
international trend, with  increasing numbers of temporary researchers in the western 
industrialised  states   (Smith,  1991;  Atkinson,  1992;  AUT,  1993;  Kogan,  Moses  &  El­
Khawas, 1994; Barlow, 1995; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997). In the UK, numbers have been 
growing since the 1970s (Norris  et al  1992), and currently    there are over 35,000 of 
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these researchers across all academic disciplines. In 1995/96 nearly 4,000 academic 
staff   in   the  social  sciences were on   fixed­term contracts  which   included a  research 
element and 2,400 of these undertook research only  (HESA, 1995/96).  Moreover, there 
are indications that the occupational structure of contract research reflects wider social 





research  workforce   (Salter,   1983;  Rees,   1985;   CVCP/AUT,   1990;   Hart,   1991;   New 
Scientist, 1991;  NATFHE, n.d.; Norris et al,  1992; Ransom, 1992; AUT, 1995; Research 
Fortnight,  1995).   Inferior  salaries,   lack of  security  of  employment,   little   if  any career 
development, and inadequate (even total lack of) pension provision make it difficult for 
most researchers to tolerate their status for a lengthy period.  It is also highly wasteful 
for   the  higher  education  system as  a  whole  when  skilled  and   talented   researchers 
relinquish posts or are forced to leave (Pettigrew, 1994).   The debate has led   the UK 







Despite   this   recent   attention,   the   research   literature  on  contract   researchers   is   not 
extensive.     A   certain   amount   of  material   touches   on   the  management   of   contract 
researchers   (Roth,   1966;   Platt,   1976;   Bell,   1977;   Crawshaw,   1985;   Nespor,   1989; 
Wakeford,  1985;  Horan,  1990;  Etzkowitz,  1992;  Porter,  1994;  Burgess,  1994).  Other 
2
material considers more directly contract researchers’ occupational    lives. The   great 
majority  of   this   latter   is   based  on   surveys  and  charts   the   terms  and   conditions  of 





& Porter, 1983, 1984; Pirrie,  1997).     In addition,   there exists a study of   the contract 
researchers employed on a single project in education (Stronach & Macdonald, 1991). 





was   carried   out   in   1994­5,   involving   interviews   with   61   social   science1  contract 
researchers, 59 of whom were employed at 11 United Kingdom universities, one was 
currently   unemployed,   and   one,   with   considerable   experience   within   the  UK,   was 



















There   is   a   sociological   literature   on   occupations  which   embraces   the   socialization 
processes   particular   to   forms   of   work   as   diverse   as   hairdressing   (Geer,   1972), 
accountancy (Coffey,  1993),   journalism (Parry,  1990),  medicine (Atkinson,  1981),   the 
military   (Hockey,   1986),   prison   officers   (Carter,   1994)   and   teaching   (Atkinson   & 
Delamont, 1985).  In contrast,  as Delamont et al   (1994) indicate, little is known about 
the   reproduction of  academic  occupational  culture,  and     there  is  a  need  for   further 
inquiry   in   this   area.     Moreover,   what   research   there   is   on   higher   education   has 








are usually acquired  ‘on  the  job’  as  individuals gain experience  in  their  work. Some 
elements are learnt from managers and  peers, whilst other aspects remain tacit, private 
or, as some have termed it ‘indeterminate’ (Polanyi, 1983; Gerholm, 1990; Delamont and 
Atkinson,  1995).   ‘Indeterminacy’  has  been  defined  as   the   ‘elements  of  occupational 




they   are   often   crucial   for   the   successful   completion   of   occupational   tasks.     Such 
knowledge,  the concrete practices of particular kinds of work,  together with attitudes 
towards, and definitions of them, constitute what Bourdieu (1990, pp. 52­58) has called 







that of  coming to  terms with a condition of   insecure and unpredictable employment. 














institutions.   Several   researchers   were   actually   working   dual   part­time   contracts   at 
geographically distant  institutions.  This kind of  composite employment often  involved 
research work devoted to separate    tasks (interviewing, survey analysis,  observation 
etc)   on   different   projects,   often   on   unrelated   topics;   a   graphic   indication   of   the 
fragmentation  and  casualisation  of   research   labour.    Moreover,  having   to   forego    a 
salary increase, or even to accept a decrease, in order to secure the next post, were not 






for  their  livelihood not surprisingly articulated the highest  level of concern, whilst  the 
response of others who had alternative sources of   income (usually a partner with a 
stable salary), was more qualified.   In the latter group the concern were not primarily 

















another   contract,   of   securing,  albeit   temporarily,     their   future.     It   is   to   this   kind  of 
knowledge we now turn.
Staying in the Game












researchers   are   in   post,   and   endeavouring   to   remain   within   the   same   centre   or 
department.  In this context, being entrepreneurial includes securing funding for further 
research,  or  ensuring   that  one   is  selected   to  occupy a  post   for  which   funding  has 
already been secured,  or  might  be.    This  kind of  activity  and  the knowledge which 




















may   be,   at   least   superficially,   the     purely   meritocratic   feature   of   how   well   one 
accomplishes the job, in other words one's technical capacity.   However, there is also 
not just what one knows but  who    one knows and  how   one is known.   This state of 
affairs   is   certainly   evident   in   academia,   as   Wunsch   (1993,   p.   353)   points   out: 
'Scholarship on successful careers provides evidence that success often depends not 




in   contract   research,   as   to   those  whose   long   term   aspiration  was   a  more   stable 
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about  generating  work,   rather   than  saying   there  would  be  a   job   for  me 
afterwards...I don't want to slip back into being a research assistant, I want 
to be there, I want to be directing the work.  That's the stage to get into.  You 
have   to   look   out   very  much   for   yourself...because   there   are   no   career 





connection with other members of  staff  or  the business of   that department.   In such 
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such an awareness develops gradually  over   time,  over  the duration of  more  than a 










works.    It's very sort of almost  like talent spotting.   (Research Associate, 
Research Centre.)
Perhaps the most obvious way of maintaining visibility is simply to maintain a presence 
at   home­base,   carefully   ensuring   that   one   is   noticed.     For   social   science   contract 
researchers   this   may   be   somewhat   problematic,   for   their   role   normally   involves 
10
gathering data,  often for  extended periods,  and on occasion quite  distant   from their 
institution.  Periods   of   absence  on   fieldwork  have   the  potential   to   harbour   negative 








However,   presence   at   the   institution   has   inevitably   to   be   balanced   against,   and 
negotiated  with,   the   demands   of   actually   doing   the   job,   completing   the   fieldwork, 
bringing   the  data   in.     Thus  awareness   develops   that   being   visible   brings   potential 
advantages  in  the  long term, but  also needs to be considered  in  the context of   the 
immediate demands of fieldwork. This awareness may take some time to develop to the 
point where individuals begin actually to change their practices:
With   fieldwork   there's   always   some   degree   of   anxiety,   no  matter   how 
experienced   you   get....Well   you've   got   a   sponsor   and   there's   always   a 
deadline, and you can't write the report until  you get the data, so there's 
always some degree of  pressure.  Now  I  have never   liked meetings  and 
would much prefer to be out in the field, but you get a lot of meetings at a 











such   as:   involvement   in   teaching,   administration   of   in­house   seminars/workships, 
attendance   at   conferences,   hosting   of   visitors,   in   addition   to     membership   of 
committees.     Volunteering   for   these   activities   brings   the   researcher   experience   in 
spheres above and beyond the direct  research process. In addition, active volunteering 
presents   to   those  in  positions  of  power   the  profile  of  a  committed  and enthusiastic 
colleague,   someone   whose   commitment   visibly   extends   beyond   mere   contractual 
obligations, who is prepared to help out and on many occasions to work in their own 
time:
What  does usually  happen  is   that  you haven't   finished by  the  time your 





we   stood  a   chance   for,   it  would  be   'alright   let's   get  a   group  of   people 
together' and they will  spend a good deal of time over two to three days 
putting the research proposal together. But I have to say also that ...  to do 






rewrite   or   amend   the   proposal   and   throw   it   in   and   hope   for   the   best. 
(Research Fellow, Research Centre.)
This  kind  of  visibility  helps  establish   for   the   individual  a   reputation  as  a  committed 
researcher and hopefully brings the benefit of further offers of employment.   This may 























will  probably  manage  to  secure some form of  contract   in   the  future.    The  following 
quotation is illustrative of this relative confidence: 









Whilst  it   is  imperative that researchers maintain high visibility of their competence to 
managers with the direct power to hire them, they also acquire knowledge about the 
important role peers play in 'staying in the game'. The availability of this particular peer 










In   locations   of   the   first   type,   this   kind   of   peer   support   and   the   resultant   shared 




























either   share   the  good  news  or   commiserate   together,   and   I   think   that’s 
another good thing about being here is that you have got that opportunity to 
collaborate and there's room for that and people are OK about doing that, 










security,   knowledge   of   research   opportunities   constitutes   a   valued   resource.     This 
knowledge usually circulates freely between peers, and concerns pieces of work which 




































councils,   but   rather   on   small­scale   investigations   sponsored   for   example   by   local 






undertaking     research   itself.    For   there   is   little   room  for  error  or   failure   in  contract 
research, whether  in the timely completion of research reports, or  in the securing of 




from hard experience,   like working with people who can't   really  write,  or 
miss   deadlines,   or   they   are   not   too   good   with   funders   in   terms   of 
communicating...I suppose the other way you learn is coffee bar or corridor 
talk, 'he's having trouble', 'she's had to repeat the pilot', that sort of thing. 
It's  not  always  the  people  you  think  will   have  trouble   like  new  research 
assistants.     I've seen people  with PhDs struggle  under   the pressure,  as 





Obviously,   such   knowledge   normally   grows   with   experience   in   contract   research 
generally   and   with   time   spent   in   a   specific   centre   or   department.     On   occasion 
individuals have no choice about with whom they work on projects, as factors such as 
availability of colleagues and  research directors' instructions preclude this.  However, on 
occasions   where   some   choice   is   available,   the   above   kind   of   knowledge   informs 
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collaborative   activity.     Analysis   of   the   data   revealed   that   individuals  who  were   not 
selected as likely collaborators were not necessarily excluded from other aspects of the 
gift giving process, for example the provision of information about opportunities for work 










think   I'm   a  malicious   person   ­   but   there   are   a   lot   of   people  who   put 
themselves about,  who don't  necessarily have enormous competences  in 
this area, but they make themselves known, they make themselves visible, 
and   they  are  around  when   they are  needed.     (Senior  Research  Fellow, 
Department.)
In locations with a critical mass of researchers, peer aid constitutes a valuable resource, 
making   available   to   the   individual   researcher   various   kinds   of   gifts:   information, 
collaboration, nomination.   The giving and receiving of such gifts helps to   secure the 
material   future,   and   thus     reinforces   the   value   and   meaning   of   the   practice   to 














application procedure with other  activities  which  they describe as  'networking'.    The 
basis of networking is the projection of a highly visible competence in research activity 
to   likely   sources   of   patronage.     Researchers     realised   that   invisibility   was   highly 
detrimental and might well result in unemployment.  Despite the harsh economic reality 









One potentially   fertile   field   for  networking   is   the  circuit  of  national  and  international 
conferences pertinent   to   the area or  discipline  in  which  researchers  are active.  So, 
researchers present papers not purely for scholarly purposes but also to render visible 




Researchers   also     become  well   aware   that  merely   attending   a   conference   is   not 
sufficient; their visibility must be high enough to ensure that potential funders register 





Other   venues   for   promotional   activity  may   become   available   depending   upon   the 











which researchers  fervently hope will  positively  influence their   future applications for 
funding. Such relationships are usually developed incrementally by increasing the level 
of interaction, engaging in the discourse of funding  possibilities, and forming links with 



















accruing   of   information   concerning   policy   development,   research   direction,   and 
possibilities   for   future   funding.    By  such  means   researchers  keep   funding  contacts 
informed of their competence,float potential projects,and gauge possibilities. Acquiring 
knowledge of the sponsor, and being known by them, potentially increases the success 











Networking   practices   involve   considerable   strategic   activity   on   the   part   of   contract 
researchers: accruing information about funders' intentions, formulating proposals to fit 
these   intentions,   sign­posting   future  areas   for   investigation,  and  maintaining  a  high 
profile.     In   addition   of   course,   research   contracts   have   to   be   seen   to   be   effected 
competently,   for  without   an  acknowledgement   by   funders  of   such   competence,   the 
networking niceties depicted are liable to be of no avail.  
Discussion

















leave,  having acquired  relatively   little  knowledge of   the contract   research world.     In 




major   research  centres,   rather   than   in  small  departments  without  a   track   record  of 
research funding.  Unfortunately, though, the vagaries of the employment often preclude 
such choice.  







for   such   differences   in   perception,   by   inquiring   in   much   greater   detail   into   our 
respondents' biographies, albeit with what we suspect might be diminishing sociological 
returns.   Yet what the interviews did reveal was some correspondence between ‘cue 













this  level  of   training.    For example,  there were  individuals who entered research via 
secretarial   or   technician  posts   on  a  project,   as  well   as   those  whose   first   degrees 
contained no research methods training whatsoever. Moreover, learning about  how   to 
do research is not the same as doing  research.  Nor is doing research necessarily  the 
same as doing  contract   research, where researchers are ultimately   responsible to a 





This   paper   has   focussed   upon   the   acquisition   of   knowledge   of   an   informal, 
‘indeterminate’ and on occasion private nature (Jamous & Peloille, 1970; Atkinson, Reid 
&   Sheldrake,   1977;   Atkinson   &   Delamont,   1990),   usually   gleaned   via   personal 
experience.   Some of this knowledge remains entirely tacit, constituting personal rules 
of thumb for undertaking the tasks at hand.  Other elements of this knowledge are more 






there  will   be  a  more   collective   awareness   of   them.    This   is   not   to   say   that   such 
knowledge   is   formally  exchanged  between   researchers   in  any   regulated  or   codified 




Much  of   the  sort   of   knowledge  and  derivative  activities  portrayed  here  have  some 
degree   of   congruity   with   other   occupations   such   as   selling   (Prus,   1989)   or   even 
prostitution (Heyl, 1979)!  Those who occupy these occupational roles depend to a large 













in   a   competitive   and   insecure   academic   occupation.     This   pragmatic   activity   then 
constitutes part of the habitus  (Bourdieu, 1990 ) of social science contract researchers. 
Despite   attempts   to   improve   the   employment   conditions   and   career   prospects   of 
contract researchers with the recent introduction of the Concordat on Contract Research 
Staff Career Management, signed inter alia by all the UK research councils, the Royal 
Society  and  the British Academy,  there   appears  to be a real  dearth of   information 
concerning   the   complexities   of   contract   researchers’   occupational   lives   and   work 
practices.   There  is a pressing need for such knowledge  in order  to  inform national 
policy   on   the   ‘careers’   of   an   occupational   group   which  makes   such   a   significant 
26












Age of researcher 20­30 31­40 41­50 50+
No of researchers 17 18 20 6
Qualifications First degree Master’s Doctorate Professional/
other










No of researchers 14 12 30* 4
Experience of CR 1­3 years 4­6 years >6 years
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we   stood  a   chance   for,   it  would  be   'alright   let's   get  a   group  of   people 
together' and they will  spend a good deal of time over two to three days 
putting the research proposal together. But I have to say also that ...  to do 




























from hard experience,   like working with people who can't   really  write,  or 
miss   deadlines,   or   they   are   not   too   good   with   funders   in   terms   of 
communicating...I suppose the other way you learn is coffee bar or corridor 
talk, 'he's having trouble', 'she's had to repeat the pilot', that sort of thing. 
It's  not  always  the  people  you  think  will   have  trouble   like  new  research 
assistants.     I've seen people  with PhDs struggle  under   the pressure,  as 







think   I'm   a  malicious   person   ­   but   there   are   a   lot   of   people  who   put 
themselves about,  who don't  necessarily have enormous competences  in 
this area, but they make themselves known, they make themselves visible, 










to   speak  at   conferences  and   things,   just   chatting   to  people...they're  not 
traditional researcher skills, no. (Senior Research Fellow, Research Centre.)
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Yes, I hustle more than write a proposal in a sense.  You realise what your 
experiences are.   I very rarely, very rarely invent a proposal cold and then 
find the funder, I will go the other way around.  I put in for what the funder 
wants, or I try to, I do the work and make contacts all the time.  I will spend 
a lot of time getting the networking going so the funders are going to know 
me, rather than feel cold. I really haven't had too much success going in 
cold, but I've had lots of success with funders who I've made myself known 
to.  (Senior Research Fellow, Research Centre.)
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